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THE HOLY ROMAN EMPIRE.

Causes of
the rapid
decay o/
the city.

rather from the repeated sieges which she sustained in the
war of Belisarius with the  Ostrogoths.    This  struggle
however, long and exhausting as it was, would not have
proved so fatal had the previous condition of the city
Deen sound and healthy.    Her wealth and population in
he middle of the fifth century were probably little inferior
,o what they had been in the most prosperous days of
the imperial government.    But this wealth was entirely
gathered into the hands of a small and effeminate aristo-
cracy.    The crowd that filled her streets was composed
partly of poor and idle freemen, unaccustomed to arms
and debarred from political rights; partly of a far more
numerous herd of slaves, gathered from all parts of the
world, and morally even lower than their masters.    There
was no middle class, and no system of municipal institu-
tions, for although the senate and consuls with many of
the lesser magistracies continued to exist, they had for
centuries enjoyed no effective power, and were  nowise
fitted to lead and rule the people.   Hence it was that
when the Gothic war and the subsequent inroads of the
Lombards had reduced the great families to beggary, the
framework of society dissolved and could not be replaced.
In a state rotten to the core there was no vital force left
for reconstruction.    The old forms of political activity
had been too long dead to be recalled to life: the people
wanted the moral force to produce new ones, and all the
authority that could be said to exist in the midst of
anarchy tended to centre itself in the chief of the new
religious society.
So far Rome's condition was like that of the other
great towns of Italy and Gaul. But in two points her
case differed from theirs, and to these the difference of
her after fortunes may be traced. Her bishop had no